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The Effects of Educational Debts on Career Choices of
Graduates of the University of Michigan Law School
David L. Chambers

NOTE added 2019:
Starting in the year 1967, the University of Michigan Law School conducted by
mail an annual survey of selected alumni classes. The survey was conducted for forty
consecutive years until 2006, when it was suspended upon the retirements of the survey’s
long-time co-directors, David L. Chambers and Terry K. Adams. In 2014, the survey
was revived by Professor J. J. Prescott and was continued annually online thereafter.
The paper that follows, originally prepared in 2009 as the draft of an article,
builds on data gathered in the annual survey about graduates’ educational debts from
attending law school as well as about their career aspirations when they started and
finished law school and the job decisions they made at various points in their careers.
Like many others, I had been concerned about the possible effects of growing debt on the
willingness of law students to work in settings such as government or “public interest”
jobs (what I call “public service”) where starting salaries lag behind those in law firms. In
the end, my inquiry, reported in this draft, found, among Michigan graduates, only
modest effects of debt on job choice, even among those who finished in the final classes
surveyed (the classes of 2000 and 2001 five years after graduation) and even among those
who started law school with a long-term plan to work in public service. To the extent that
there were effects, they seem to have taken the form of causing some graduates who
might have entered public service right away to delay their entry into public service for at
least a few years.
When I finished this draft I decided not to submit it for publication in large part
because the results I would have been reporting were already severely out of date. At the
time I was writing in 2009, the law school class of 2001, the last class surveyed up to that
point, had been out of law school eight years. Over that period, the average debt size of
Michigan’s (and America’s) law graduates had hugely increased, while the American
economy had slipped into a grim recession. What I had concluded about the modest
effects of debts on graduates in 2001, let alone on the graduates of ten or twenty years
earlier, had only dubious application to the conditions of the graduates of 2009 – or to
programs law schools or Congress might consider to address the effects of debts on
public service.
Today, in 2019, my findings about the class of 2001 are, of course, of even less
relevance to the design of programs. Still, I believe the draft can be useful to current
researchers for at least two reasons: first, as showing various methodological approaches
one researcher took to examine the relationship between debt and job choice; and second,
as historical data about the behavior of law students and law graduates during last part of
the 20th century when borrowing to attend law school first became widespread.
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The accuracy of the tables and other statistical figures in this draft have not been
double-checked as they would have been before formal publication. To verify the claims
here and for access to additional data from years after the Project was revived, qualified
researchers may apply for access to the full Project dataset. For guidance, see
https://repository.law.umich.edu/alumni_survey/alumni_survey_dataset.html )
For important background information on the Project, the reader is encouraged to
read The University of Michigan Law School Alumni Survey Project: Description, Scope
and Limits, a seven-page memo available on this website.
https://repository.law.umich.edu/alumni_survey_scholarship/.
For a shorter, more general discussion of the rise of educational debts at
Michigan, see The Increasing Reliance on Educational Loans by University of Michigan
Law School Graduates. https://repository.law.umich.edu/alumni_survey_scholarship/.
David L Chambers
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The Effects of Educational Debts on the Job Choices of
Graduates of the University of Michigan Law School
David L. Chambers

Over the years, large numbers of students have started law school with a desire to
work in government, in legal services or public defender work for the poor, or in “public
interest” organizations that address problems such as the environment or civil rights. I
group all these settings together under the label “public service. Many commenters (and
lots of students) believe that educational debts are driving public spirited students away
from public service and compelling them to seek work in higher paying settings,
primarily in private law firms. Federal government agencies believe debts are having this
effect on public service. 1 Congress believes it as well. 2 A new federal Public Service
Loan Forgiveness Program rests on the premise that educational debts have such an effect
not just on law students but on college and graduate students of all sorts. 3 As to law
graduates in particular, an ABA Commission on Loan Repayment and Forgiveness
recently issued a long report tellingly entitled Lifting the Burden: Law Student Debt as a
Barrier to Public Service. 4 The main body of the ABA report opens with a lament by a
recent law graduate:
“I was a social worker before enrolling in law school. I would love to
be able to work in the public sector as a lawyer. . . . However, it is
impossible. I have graduate loans from social work school and will
soon be faced with significant law school loans as well. . . .
Unfortunately, only money puts food on the table, not good
intentions.” 5
Regrettably, little empirical research has examined the asserted relationship
between debts and career choices. 6 In this article, I attempt an empirical assessment of
the claims as they apply at one law school and may well apply at others. The article

See, e.g., Erik Holmes, Law school debt hinders JAG recruitment, AirForce Times, March 1, 2008.
(http://www.airforcetimes.com/news/2008/03/airforce_jag_debt_030108w/)
2
Phillip G. Schrag, The Federal Income-Contingent Repayment Options for Law Student Loans, 20
Hofstra L. Rev. 733 (2001).
3
See section xxx, The College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007
1

Final Report of the ABA Commission on Loan Repayment and Forgiveness (2003).
Id at 14.
6
Gita Wilder, Law School Debt Among New Lawyers: An After the J.D. Monograph (NALP Foundation
2007) (reporting debts and earnings of recent law school graduates by job sectors and speculating on the
possibility of debt causing more students to enter private practice); Lewis Kornhauser and Richard Revesz,
NYU article; David Chambers, The Burdens of Educational Loans: The Impacts of Debts on Job Choice
and Standards of Living for Students at Nine American Law Schools, 42 J. of Legal Education 187 (1992)
(based on a one-page survey of xxx students graduating from 9 schools in 19xx.)
4
5
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draws drawing on surveys the University of Michigan Law School conducted of its
alumni each year for forty consecutive years, from 1967 through 2006. For the final 30
years of the survey, the survey of the classes 5 and 15 years after graduation included
questions about graduates’ long-term career plans at the beginning and at the end of law
school, about total educational debt at the end of law school and about all the job settings
in which the graduates have worked since law school.
What I have found supports the worries about debts effect on career plans and job
choice, though, at least on the basis of the data available to date, not to the extent that
many have expressed. We find among those who began law school with a long-term plan
of public service many change their plans by the point of graduation, but little evidence
that it is debt, as opposed to other considerations, that leads them to change. What we do
find support for is that, among those who finish law school with long-term public service
plans, debts seems to be causing some to delay their entry into public service – that is
taking an initial job in a comparatively high paying setting and shifting later into public
service.

I. Rising Debts, Stagnant Earnings: the painful financial position of
those entering public service.
In the thirty-six graduating classes of the Michigan Law School between 1966 and
2001, a third of the graduates who began law school with a long-term career plan of any
sort recall having had a plan to work in one of what we call the “public service” settings –
that is, in government, legal services for the poor, a public defender organization or a
public interest organization. By the end of law school, however, about half these students
had changed their minds, mostly toward careers in of private practice, and in recent
decades, particularly toward large-firm private practice. And even among those who
retained a plan of public service at the end of law school, only about half took an initial
post-law school job in a public service setting (after any judicial clerkship) and many had
not yet worked in public service even after they’d been out of school for five years.
The central question that concerns us is the extent to which educational debts
contribute to these changes of mind and decisions about jobs. Much has occurred across
the years that we have studied that create increased financial pressures and incentives to
avoid public service. Table 1 traces the breathtaking growth in Michigan Law School’s
tuition over the years between 1970 and 2001, particularly during the 1980s and early
1990s. It is a growth that has been repeated at nearly all American law schools (and
colleges). For out-of-state students at Michigan, tuition in the early 2000s was three times
higher than it had been in the 1970s, even after controlling for inflation. For instate
students, it was nearly six times higher.
See next page.
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Table 1
Tuitions for Instate and Out-of-State Students,
University of Michigan Law School
1970-2001

Tuition for instate
students
Instate tuition (adjusted
for inflation, 2007$)
Tuition for out-of-state
students
Out-of-state tuition (adj.
for inflation, 2007$)

19701974

19751979

19801984

19851989

19901994

19951999

20002001

$904

$1594

$2880

$5038

$10676

$16836

$22171

$4382

$5341

$6252

$9060

$15757

$21838

$26366

$2272

$3620

$6078

$10504

$18001

$23260

$28170

$11014 $12130 $13195 $18889 $26568 $30171 $33499
File: email Jocelyn Kennedy, 2/17/09; front of Debt notebook

Go to next page
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Table 2 tracks, in actual and inflation-adjusted dollars, the concomitant growth in
student borrowing to attend law school. In the early 1970s, only half of Michigan’s
graduates borrowed to attend law school, and those who did borrow borrowed an average
of $30,000 (adjusted for inflation into 2007 dollars). By the 1990s and early 2000s,
roughly 80 percent of students were borrowing, and those who did borrowed an average
of about $93,000 (again adjusted for inflation). Many were borrowing well over
$100,000.
Table 2
Educational debt of graduates
at time of graduation,
University of Michigan Law School
Classes of 1970-2001

Percent with debt
Mean debt of those
with debt
Mean debt of those
with debt (adj into
2007 dollars)

n=
7685

19701974
49%

19751979
55%

19801984
79%

19851989
78%

19901994
72%

19951999
80%

20002001
79%

5326

$6086

$9741

$14832

$26243

$45552

$69046

$78463

5326

$29504

$32640

$32200

$47194 $67231 $89560 $93,308
File: plan26a, printout plan31

At the same time that Michigan students were borrowing more to attend law school,
the first-year earnings available to them in public service jobs were declining in inflationadjusted dollars.
Table 3
1st year earnings in public service, actual and adjusted for inflation,
University of Michigan Law School
Classes of 1970-2001

Mean earnings of
those whose first job
was in public service
Mean earnings
adjusted into 2007
dollars

19701974

19751979

19801984

19851989

19901994

19951999

20002001

$38423

$43947

1107

$13597 $17515 $22874

$27107

$32175

1107

$64977 $59734 $50691

$49053

$47932

$49968 $52161
file: plan26
Table 3 reveals, in actual dollars and dollars adjusted for inflation, earnings in public service
work declined in each half-decade between the early 1970s and the early 1990s, then rose
somewhat thereafter, but never reached the point they’d been in the early 1970s.
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The growing debts imposed a increasingly substantial financial burden on Michigan students
who entered public interest jobs? If we assume that, in general, the average law school graduate
paid back each year in principal and interest an amount equal to about 10 percent of what she’d
borrowed (there are many debt-payment plans, but 10 percent of principal is frequently used as a
rough estimate of what average annual loan payments require), the Michigan graduate taking a
public service job in the early 1970s with a debt at the mean for his class expended about 5 percent
of his first year earnings to service his loan. By the 1980s, the average graduate expended only
slightly more, about 6 percent of first year earnings, but the average graduate in the early 1990s
expended about 15 percent of earnings, and the average graduate in the early 2000s about 20
percent. In 2001, on earnings of $44,000 (the average then for a public service job for Michigan
students) and a debt of $78,400, the graduate would have had a net of about $36,000 to live on
after paying about $7800 toward her loans – and still owe taxes on the full $44,000 that she earned.
Over time, the financial positions of those who took public service jobs has worsened not
only in absolute terms, but also in relation to the position of those who took initial jobs in private
practice. Look at Table 4. In the early 1970s, as the last line of table reveals, there was less than a
ten percent difference between the average earnings of those who took first jobs in private practice
and those who took first jobs in public service, but by the end of our surveys, average first year
earnings of those in public service was only 43 percent of average earnings in private practice.
The average graduate in private practice in 2001, if she had the same debt burden as her classmate
in public service, would have paid the same $9000 toward her loans, but on her income of about
$122,000 she would have had about $114,000 to live on before taxes, more than three times as
much as her classmate in public service.

Table 4
1st year earnings in private practice, actual and adjusted, Michigan classes 1970-2001

Mean earnings of
those whose first job
was in law firm
Mean earnings
adjusted into 2007
dollars
Ratio of mean
earnings in public
service and law firm*

19701974

19751979

19801984

19851989

19901994

19951999

20002001

6379

$15013 $20330 $32284

$50081

$56852 $75173

$102819

6379

$71893 $67859 $70429

$90082

$84788

$97178

$122321

.54

.57

.51

.43

--

.91

.86

.71

*First line of Table 3 divided by comparable figure in
first line of Table 4
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And, of course, the gap between earnings in public service and private law firms
persists after the first year among those working in all but the smallest firms. Four years
after law school, Michigan’s graduates working in public service were earning about
what those who began in mid-sized or large law firms earned in their first year out of law
school. The percentage gap after four years is smaller than it had been in the first year but
probably not enough smaller to affect perceptions of the substantial comparative financial
advantage of working in private practice. For example, for the classes of 2000 and 2001,
the average earnings of those in public service five years after graduation was $75,974,
while the average earnings of those in mid-size and large firm private practice was
$143,450. (See Appendix Table A.)
Under all these circumstances – mounting debt, stagnant earnings in public
service, the widening gap between public and private salaries -- it would be unsurprising
if substantial numbers of Michigan graduates who began law school with hopes of a
public-service career and who borrowed to attend law school either give them up
altogether or postponed them until they felt less burdened by their debts.
The task of this article is to tease out how much of a role debts actually played in
the decisions Michigan graduates made about their careers. As we begin, we need to
keep in mind that the shift toward private firms is equally consistent with several other
explanations. Even if financial considerations significantly affect decisions, it may not be
debt that exerts the influence but simply the comparatively high earnings in the short and
long run that large firm practice offers. Put simply, people with no debts at all may be as
attracted as those with large debts to the high earnings available in private settings. In
addition, private firms may offer many other advantages – practice specialties that the
law student comes to find attractive, prestige, training, opportunities for moving to other
jobs. Most students who arrive at law school with public service plans will learn about
these aspects of private practice in their first two years: as we will see, the great majority
of Michigan graduates, regardless of the career plans they held when they entered law
school, spent at least one summer during law school working in a private firm.

II. Who are the Students Who Arrive at Law School with a Plan to
Work in Public Service
Beginning in 1981 with the five year surveys of the class of 1976 and the fifteen
year survey of the class of 1966, the survey asked graduates what their “long-term career
plans were on entering law school.” As choices of boxes to check, they were offered
many possibilities beginning with “didn’t have any” and including private practice in
firms of various sizes, corporate counsel, government, legal services and other public
interest work, teaching, business. We also asked them what their long-term career plans
were on leaving law school, with the same range of choices.
We cannot be fully confident in the reliability of our graduates’ recollections of
their plans at the beginning or end of law school. The survey was conducted five and
fifteen years after they graduated not while they were students. Some who say they had
8

no plan may have forgotten the plan they had. In fact, of those alums who answered the
question on both a five-year and a fifteen-year survey, nearly half who reported on the
fifteen year survey that they’d had no plan at the start of law school had reported some
sort of plan ten years before on the five-year survey. (Plan47) Similarly, of those who
recalled on the five-year survey having a public-service plan at the start of law school, a
third remembered having had some other plan (or no plan) when surveyed ten years later.
(Id.) In the pages that follow, for those who have answered the questions about plans
more than once, we rely on their answer to the 5-year survey in the belief that is more
likely than their later answer to reflect their plan at the start of law school.
8885 alums in 36 classes (from 1966 through 2001) answered these questions.
Table 4 provides a summary of their answers regarding their plans at the beginning of
law school, grouping all years of graduates together.
Table 4
Long-Term Career Plans at Beginning of Law School,
Classes of 1966-2001
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

N=
2938
1394
471
476

percent
33%
16%
5%
5%

No plan
Large law firm (50+)
Mid-sized law firm (11-50)
Small firm or solo
Private practice (uncertain as
to size)
816
9%
Corporate counsel or
business
439
5%
Prosecutor
174
2%
Politics, government (other
than prosecutor)
843
10%
Legal services, public
defender, public interest
925
10%
Teaching
178
2%
Other
267
3%
Total
8885
100%
File: Plan45b(aslon.da2), printout plan

We treat as aspirants of “public service” those who put themselves into the
categories in lines 7, 8, or 9 in the survey. We might have included line 10 in this group,
those who planned to teach, for many regard teaching as a form of public service and
because those who teach typically earn somewhat less than those in the private firms
where they might have worked. We do not include them because in most of the writing
about law school debt, it has been those who hope to work in the other three categories
about which the writers have been concerned.
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As the table reveals, 22 percent of the graduates in the classes between 1966 and
2001 reported that they arrived at law school with a long-term plan of public service (the
sum of lines 7 through 9). If we remove from the calculation those in line 1 -- those who
had no plan whatever on arrival -- we find that 33 percent of all entering students who
recalled some plan at the start of law school recalled planning a long-term career in
public service.
Those who arrived at law school with public service plans differed along several
dimensions from those who had other plans or no plans, ways that will be helpful to
delineate briefly before moving on to examine how plans and decisions about work
change over time. As table 5 below shows, the group with public-service plans were
disproportionately women, nonwhite, and politically to the left. By far the most
pronounced difference was in their politic views 7 where fully half of those who
characterized themselves (in retrospect) as having been extremely liberal when they
began law school (1 on a scale of 7) planned a career in public service, whereas only 12
percent of those who characterized themselves as having been conservative (categories 5,
6 or 7) had such a plan.
Table 5
Proportions of various groups who arrived at
law school with a longterm plan to work in public service,
classes of 1966-2001

N=

Portion of group who
began law school with
longterm public
service plan
22%

8645
All Respondents
Sex*
Women
2286
34%
Men
6358
18%
Race*
Nonwhites
825
28%
Whites
7815
21%
Political views during law school (on 7-pt
scale)*
Extremely liberal/left (category 1)
455
50%
Nearly as liberal/left (category 2)
1726
36%
Slightly liberal or middle of road (3 or 4) 2132
17%
Conservative/right (5 through7 )
1380
12%
* P<.001
File: plan38; printout plan41

The question we asked was “Think back on your political attitudes when you began law school. How
would you characterized now the attitudes you had then?” We asked them to circle a number between 1 and
7, with 1 labeled “extremely liberal/left” and 7 labeled “extremely conservative/right.”

7
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A few other pieces of data correlated with plans for public-service work. For
example, the survey gathered little information about the economic positions of our
respondents’ family of origin, but what little we have suggests that those who arrived at
law school with a public-service plan came, on the whole, from slightly less well-heeled
backgrounds than those who had other plans. For example, students whose mothers
worked in the labor force at the time of entry to law school were overrepresented among
those who had public service plans, and students whose fathers were business owners
somewhat underrepresented. 8 Similarly underrepresented were those who received a
major portion of their financial support during law school from their families. 9
Those who arrived at law school with a public service plan also differed from
others in their responses to a series of questions asking them to compare themselves to
other attorneys their own age with regard to a range of traits and skills, such as “skillful at
arranging deals,” “aggressive,” compulsive about work,” and “self-confident.”
Respondents were asked to circle a number between 1 (much less than most) through 7
(much more than most). The particular traits and skills just given as examples did not
distinguish the public-service planners from others, but two others viewable in Table 6
below were strongly related.
Table 6
Proportions of various groups who arrived at
law school with a longterm plan to work in public service,
classes of 1966-2001
Portion of group
who began law
N=
school with
longterm public
service plan
All Respondents
5626
24%
Concerned about the impact of your work on society
(in comparison with other lawyers your age)
Much more than most (category 7)
546
53%
Quite a bit more than most (6)
1036
39%
Slightly more than most (5)
1159
25%
Everyone else (categories 1-4)
2885
13%
Concerned about the making a lot of money (in
comparison with other lawyers your age)
Much less than most (category 1)
400
47%
Quite a bit less than most (2)
1038
33%
Slightly less than most (3)
1214
27%
Everyone else (categories 4-7)
2984
16%
25 percent of students whose mothers worked in the labor force had public service plans in comparison to
17 percent of those whose mothers were homemakers. (p<.01) Plan38; printout plan 41.
9
26 percent of those who received no or very little financial support from their families had public service
plans in comparison to 19 percent of those who received a quarter or more of their support from their
families. P<.01. Plan38.
8
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In regression analyses on who has a public service plan at the start of law school,
respondents’ political views at beginning of law school, their comparative concern for the
social impact of their work, and their comparative concern for making a lot money – are
the strongest predictors of having a public service plan. The results of the regression are
reported in Appendix Table C.
That those who planned on public service were more likely than those with other
plans to believe they cared a good deal more than other lawyers about the impact of their
work on society and a good deal less than other lawyers about making a lot of money is
hardly surprising. For obvious reasons, however, we need to be cautious in making use of
these questions about traits. They are, first of all, self-appraisals, which are thus at best
indirect measures of the respondents’ actual concern about society or money. In addition,
the traits were asked about their view of themselves in comparison to other attorneys at
the time of the survey 5 or 15 years after graduation. Respondents were not asked to
reflect back on how they would have compared themselves to others during law school.
Still, even with these warnings the information about concerns about the impact on
society and making money seem noteworthy and probably do, in general, reflect selfperceptions not just at the time of our survey but at earlier times as well. The perceptions
may even be accurate. In some ways, the more remarkable aspect of the responses to
these questions is the candor of those who said they were no more likely or less likely
than most other lawyers to care about the impact of their work on society and those who
said they were cared as much or more than most other lawyers about making lots of
money. Whatever the answers to these two questions measure, the answers to them, as
we will see, turn up as statistically significant in many places in our analysis and we will,
with appropriate caveats, return to them.

III. Possible effects on Career Decisions at Five Points in Time When
Debts Might Play a Role.
We have identified five points in time between the entry into law school and
several years after graduation when educational debts (or their prospect) might have
affected the actions or planning of those who aspired to work in public service: (1) the
decision to attend law school at all; (2) the decision about what job to take for the
summer while still in law school; (3) the formation of a long-term career plan by the end
of law school; (4) the decision whether or not to take their first post-law-school job in a
public-service setting; and (5) decisions over the first five years or 15 years after law
school to enter (or leave) public service. About the first point in time – the effects of the
prospect of debt on the decision to attend law school at all – we can say rather little, but
we will say what we can. About the other five points in time we will say a lot amount
more.
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A. The Decision to Apply to Law School
Some college students and graduates considering law school probably decide not
to apply at all because they don’t want to take on large educational debts, sometimes on
top of debts they already bear from their undergraduate years. The prospect of high debts
might be particularly alarming to those who wish to work in comparative-low-paying
public-service settings. Our data does not permit us to examine the characteristics of
those who decided not to apply to Michigan Law School or those who applied and then
decided not to attend, for the obvious reason that ours is a sample solely of persons who
actually attended the law school. Nonetheless, the data we have about career aspirations
at the beginning of law school for those who did come to Michigan provide an oblique
clue about the likely effects of impending debts had on decisions to apply to law school.
Our hypothesis was this: If potential applicants to Michigan who wanted careers
in public service were being deterred from applying because they feared they would take
on too much debt, one would expect that, over the years, as tuitions and debts rose
greatly, fewer and fewer of those who matriculated would arrive with a plan to work in
public service. But that is not what happened. As Table 7 reveals (on the next page),
during the period between the 1960s and the beginning of the current century, the
proportion of graduates recalling a plan to work in public service at the beginning of law
school did not decrease. (See lines E and F). In fact, it increased substantially. While
much of the rise is due to the public-service preference of the growing numbers of
women in the student body, the numbers of men with public service plans also rose
somewhat over this period.
Of course, the increase in numbers of students wanting careers in public service
does not in itself prove that few people with public service aspirations were dissuaded
from attending Michigan law school because of the prospects of high tuitions and debts.
The rise in numbers of students with public-service plans might, for example, be entirely
due to a change in taste of the administrators making decisions about admissions. The
most that can be said is that there is not the slightest hint from our data that fear of debt
had a substantial impact on applications or matriculation

13

Table 7
Long-term Career Plans upon Entering law school,
by Decade of Graduation,
Classes of 1966-2001

See Table at bottom of page

A
B
C
D
E
F

N=

No plan
Large law firm
Other private firm
Corporate counsel or
business
Prosecutor, politics,
government
Legal services, public
interest

1966-69
950
47%
12%
23%

1970s
2485
40%
11%
24%

1980s
2514
29%
15%
23%

1990s
2295
25%
24%
12%

2000-01
401
26%
18%
12%

7%

4%

4%

6%

7%

8%

9%

14%

13%

16%

2%

9%

14

10%
14%
16%
File: plan01a3; printout plan2

B. Decisions about Summer Jobs.
Nearly all our graduates took a law-related job during the summer after their second
year of law school, and the overwhelming majority of them, regardless of their career
plans at the beginning of law school, worked in a private law firm. As Table 8 displays in
its first two columns, in the classes of 1972-2001, 76 percent of our respondents worked
at a private firm their second summer. In fact, from the classes of 1982 forward, 84
percent took jobs in firms and the great majority worked in firms of more than 150
lawyers.
The final two columns of Table 8 focus on the summer jobs of those who arrived
at law school with a long-term public service plan. Unsurprisingly many more of this
group took summer jobs in public service than was the case for their class as a whole,
but, even among this group, 68 percent worked in a firm the summer after their second
year.
Table 8
Jobs During the Summer After their Second Year,
University of Michigan Law School,
Classes of 1972-2001

Private Firm
Public Service
Other

All graduates
n=
Percent
5454
76%
770
11%
962
13%
7186
100%

Graduates who
began law school
with a public
service plan
n=
Percent
1130
68%
367
22%
172
10%
1669
100%
File: Plan48

What role did debt or its prospect play in students’ choice of second-summer
jobs? As a starting point, debt might have exerted a background effect on nearly everyone
who was borrowing to attend law school, since the law school’s financial aid office, in
setting the amount students could borrow, assumed that part of their expenses for the
coming year would be met from summer earnings. Students also knew by their second
year (and probably earlier) that summer jobs in firms paid substantially more than
summer jobs in public service settings. Though we do not have individual data about
second-summer earnings, other data suggests that the gap between summer wages in
firms and public service expanded over time at much the same rate as the gap between
the starting full-time salaries in those settings. 10
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Accordingly, if debts affected second-summer job choices, we expected to find
that, among those who arrived at law school with public service plans, there would be (1)
a general decline over time (as debts rose) in the proportion taking second-summer jobs
in public service and (2) that, on average, those who took summer jobs in public service
would have lower debts than those who took summer jobs in private firms. Table 9
provides mixed messages for these hypotheses, for while, as the first row in the table
displays, a steep decline occurred between the 1970s and later decades in the proportion
of respondents who took summer jobs in public service, it was not the case that among
those who arrived at law school with public service plans, statistically significant
differences existed between the debts of those who did and didn’t take second-summer
jobs in public service (compare the salary figures in lines 2 and 3 of the table.
Table 9
Among those who began law school with a long-term plan of public service,
Second summer jobs and debts by summer-job work setting,
5 Year graduates of 1972-2001

Percent who took 2d summer job in
public service
Debts of those who took 2d summer
job in public service (in 2007 $)
Debts of those who took 2d summer
job in a private firm (in 2007 $)

19721979

1980s

1990s

200001

32%

18%

22%

17%

$19697 $34999 $67444 $73208
$19641 $36986 $61743 $86987

None of the differences in debts within decades is
statistically significant at .05

File: plan48

Table 10 on the next page shows the results of regressions on who took a summer
job in public service in the classes of 1972-2001, using as controls the size of individual
graduate’s debts as well as many other factors that we thought might bear on decisions
about where to work. As the table reveals, after adding controls for other factors, size of
debt still has no significant bearing on who did and didn’t take public service jobs.
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Table 10
Characteristics of those who took a public-service job
during their second summer of Law School,
Classes of 1972-2001
Those with public service
All respondents regardless of
plan at start of law school
plan at start of law school
n=1273
n= 1241
n=5586
n=3703
Beta
mr2 Beta
mr2 Beta
mr2 Beta mr2
Class year of graduation
.01
0.0% -.01
0.0% -.02
0.1% -.03 0.1%
Plan of pub service at start
of law school
----.18* 3.1% .15* 2.1%
-.02
0.0% -.01 0.0% .00
0.0% .00
0.0%
Debt in CPI adj dollars
Male
.01
0.0%
.03
0.1% .01
0.0% .03** 0.1%
White
.02
0.0%
.01
0.0% -.02
0.0% -.02
0.0%
st
1 yr. GPA (standardized) -.20* 3.4% -.20* 3.5% -.15* 1.9% -.14
1.7%
Political Attitude in law
school (7 pt scale, liberal to
conservative)
-.11* 1.3% -.06 0.4% -.08* 0.6% -.05* 0.2%
Comparative concern about
making money
--- -.15* 1.9%
---.09* 0.7%
Comparative concern
about impact of work on
society
--.08** 0.5%
--.08* 0.5%
Total explained variance
(adj)
4.7%
9.5%
7.5%
9.1%
* p<.01
**p<.05
File: plan48c1
[WE WILL RUN LOGIT REGRESSIONS WHEN WE OVERCOME SOME GLITCHES IN
MICROSIRIS’S LOGIT PROGRAM. WHAT WE REPORT HERE IS BASED ON ORDINARY LEASTSQUARES REGRESSIONS.]

A side note: If, among those with public service goals, growing debt and growing
size of debt does not help explain the steep decline beginning in the 1980s in the
proportion of those who took second-summer jobs in public service, what does explain
the decline in public service summer work? We think it is probable that the most
important factor is that, beginning in the eighties as law firms expanded rapidly,
increasing numbers of Michigan students had access to high-paying summer jobs and,
regardless of their long-term goals, took jobs that, in general, maximized their summer
earnings. The regression may provide oblique support for this hypothesis: one factor that
does show up in the regressions as relevant to choosing a public service summer job is
first year law school gradepoint average (see line labelled “1st yr. GPA (standardized”).
Among those with long-term public service aspirations, the lower a person’s first-year
grades the higher the probability that he took a public-service job during his second
summer of law school. Why should that be? Here’s my hunch: most students, without
regard to their gradepoints, wanted a high-paying second summer but that grades played a
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significant role in determining which of them were able to land a job in the high-paying
settings.
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C. Changes in Long-Term Plans for Public-Service at the End of
Law School
On our survey instrument, the question that immediately followed the one about
careers plans at the start of law school was a question with the same choices of answers
regarding their career plans at the end of law school.
Table 11 records the overall state of plans at the end of law school of those with
public service ambitions at the beginning of law school. The table is startling. Nearly
half of those who had arrived at law school with public service plans had changed their
minds. As the table reveals, most of those who had changed their minds shifted to a
long-term plan to work in private practice. Public service is the only work sector where
the net number of persons with long-term plans to work there at the beginning of law
school declined by the time of graduation. Not revealed by the table is that large-firm
private practice gained the most converts: it was the long-term plan of only 16 percent of
all respondents at the beginning of law school (substantially fewer than those planning
public service), but it was the plan of 41 percent at the end.
Table 11
Plans at the End of Law School of
Those Who Planned Public Service Work at the
Beginning of Law School, Classes of 1966-2001
N=
%
Those planning a public service career at the
beginning of law school:
who retained a public service plan
at the end of law school
985
51%
who shifted to a plan to work in a
private firm
585
34%
who shifted to some other plan
352
15%
Total
1922 100%
File: plan45c(aslon), printout plan37
The large decline by the end of law school among those who started law school
with public service plans was partly offset part by others who, during law school, formed
a plan of public service for the first time. They hadn’t arrived at law school with a public
service plan but they ended law school with one. Table 12 shows the movement into and
out of plans for public service across the three years of law school.
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Table 12
Plans at beginning of law school
In relation to public service plans at end of law school,
Classes of 1966-2001

At end, had a plan other
than public service
At end, had long-term
plan of public service
Total

At start of law
school had
long-term plan
of public service
(n=1922)
n=
percent
937

48.8%

985
1922

51.2%
100.0%

At start of law
school had no
long-term career
plan
(n=2905)
n=
percent
2631

90.6%

At start, planned
on private
practice, business,
or other
(n=3983)
n=
percent
3820

95.9%

9.4%
4.1%
274
163
2905
100.0%
3983
100.0%
File: plan 45c, printout plan 37

Thus, as Table 12 displays, the group from the classes of 1966-2001 who ended
law school with a public service plan included not only the 985 who had planned on
public service all along, but also 274 others who had no career plan at the beginning of
law school and 163 more who shifted from some other plan to a public service plan,
making a total or 1422 persons who finished law school with a public service plan, 16.1
percent of all the respondents in these classes
How much of the change in plans that occurred during law school was prompted
by the burden of debt? As before, we have several ways of approaching the subject. One
way, not conclusive, but strongly suggestive, is simply to look at the overall pattern of
career plan changes across decades. If educational debt were a substantial factor in
causing our graduates to give up their public service plan, we hypothesized that the
graduates in the most recent years, when debts had risen greatly and the gap between
wages in public service and firms had widened, would be more likely to have given up
their public-service aspirations than the graduates in earlier years. Table 13 displays the
plans at the end of law school for those who began law school with a plan of public
service. As is easily visible, it provides virtually no support for the hypothesis.
See next page.
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Table 13
Plans at the End of Law School of
Those Who Planned Public Service Work at the
Beginning of Law School,
Classes of 1966-2001

Those planning a public service career
at the beginning of law school
Who retained a public service
plan at the end of law school
Who shifted to a plan to work in a
private firm
Who shifted to some other plan
Total

19661969
n=88

1970s
n=448

1980s
n=590

53%

55%

48%

34%
13%
100%

37%
8%
100%

20001990s
01
n=612 n=126

51%

52%

42%
37%
35%
10%
12%
13%
100% 100% 100%
File: plan35

As Table 13 reveals in the first line of percentage figures, there no significant
difference between the proportion of graduates who held onto public service plans held onto
their aspirations in the 1960s and 1970s than in the 1990s and 2000s. To be sure, in a manner
not visible in the table, over the years more and more of those who shifted to a privatepractice plan planned to work in a large firm, but in every decade, including the most recent
partial decade, a solid core of around 50 percent remained committed to public service
despite the financial pressures and incentives to take work in higher paying settings.
Standing alone, this is powerful evidence that debt has had little bearing on changing
aspirations. Still, even if the proportion of graduates who held onto their public service plans
changed little over time, it remains possible that year by year debt played a role in
determining which students shifted their plans toward higher paying settings. If debt did play
such a role, we hypothesized that those who shifted their plans toward higher paying settings
private firm would, on average, have had higher debts than those who held onto a publicservice plan. But they didn’t. Table 14 shows, for those who started law school with a plan
to work in public service, the debts of those who retained their public service plans in
comparison with those who shifted to a plan in private practice or a plan in some other
setting. (Since our information about debt begins with the class of 1972, we cannot reach
back to the classes of the mid-1960s as we have in some preceding tables.) As the table
displays, in three of the four decades for which we have information, those who retained their
public service plans actually had larger debts (though not significantly larger) than those
who shifted to a plan to work in a private firm. Here again we get no hint that debt is playing
a role in the shifting of plans.
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Table 14
Among those who planned public service work at the
beginning of law school,
educational debt (of those with debt) at end of law school
Classes of 1972-2001
1972-79
n=218
Debt in $

Those who planned public service
work at the beginning of law
school and who:
Retained a public service plan
at end of law school*
$6801
Shifted to a plan to work in a
private firm*
$6170
Shifted to some other plan*
$5654
* none of the differences within decades is
statistically significant at .05

1980s
n=583
Debt in $

1990s
n=607
Debt in $

2000-01
n=126
Debt in $

$20912

$58804

$82464

$19861
$23525

$61047
$78867
$60205
$75800
File: plan36

Nor was it the case that those who shifted away from a plan of public service
worried more during law school about their capacity to pay off their debts. In fact, it was
the reverse. As we reported above, we asked on the 5-year survey beginning with the
class of 1984, “During your first and second years of law school, how concerned were
you about the difficulties you might later experience in paying off your [educational]
loans?” For all the classes from 1984 through 2001, the mean level of concern about debt
during law school was significantly higher for those who retained a public service plan
(4.15 on a scale of 7) than those who gave it up (3.79), suggesting (at least to me) that
those who gave up a plan for public service tended to give it up early in law school and,
having given it up, were no longer quite as worried about their capacity to pay. 11 (We
don’t want to appear to understate how concerned both groups were. During the last five
years of our surveying, more than half of those who retained a public service plan and
nearly half of those who gave it up circled a 5, 6 or 7 on the scale of concern.)
.
Despite the numbers reported in the two tables above, debts might nonetheless
have borne some relationship to decisions to change career plans after other factors are
taken into account. We ran many regressions to explore, among those who began law
school with a public-service plan, what seems to account for the differences between
those who held onto their plan and those who gave it up. Table 15 below displays some
of our results. The first two columns are limited to those respondents who entered law
school with a public service plan, the second two include the entire universe of
respondents regardless of their plans on entry to law school. 12
File: plan09; printout plan 13
Left out of the table are some other variables that might have been guessed to bear a relationship but also
did not do so: being married (tested separately for women and men); having children by the end of law

11

12
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Table 15
Characteristics of Those Who Had a Long-Term Public-Service Plan
At End of Law School,
Classes of 1972-1976, 1982-2001

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

Class year of
graduation
Plan of pub service
at start of law sch.
Had public service
job after 2d year of
law school
Debt in CPI adj $
Male
White
1st year LS GPA
(standardized)
Political Attitude in
law school (7 pt
scale, lib. to consrv)
Ratio 1st yr earnings,
Pub serv/priv prac
concern about
making money
concern about
impact of work on
society
Total explained
variance (adj)
* p<.01 **p<.05

Among those who had a public service All respondents regardless
plan at start of law school
of plan
n=1099
N=1094
n= 923
n=4641
n=4597
Beta mr2 Beta mr2 Beta mr2 Beta mr2 Beta mr2
.19** 0.5% .13
--

--

--

0.3%
--

.13

0.2%

--

--

.16* 0.3%
--

--

.07** 0.1%
.40* 13.4%

--.32* 9.5% .26* 6.3%
-.02 0.0% -.01 0.0% .00 0.0%
.09* 0.7% .08* 0.6% .12* 1.2%
.04 0.1% .04 0.1% .03 0.1%

--.23*
.01 0.0% -.01
.01 0.0% .03*
-.02 0.0% -.01

4.6%
0.0%
0.1%
0.0%

-.05 0.1%

.02

0.0%

-.04**0.1% .00

0.0%

-.14* 2.0%

-.11* 1.1% -.04

0.1%

-.12* 1.3% -.04* 0.2%

.17** 0.5%

.11

0.2%

0.2%

.13* 0.2%

0.1%

.01

.13

-.06** 0.1%

--

--

--

--

-.12* 1.1% -.15* 1.9% -.09* 0.7%

--

--

--

--

.23* 4.1%

2.6%

.25* 5.0%

12.1%
20.1%
15.4%
File: plan08t (aslon), printout plan39

.15* 1.7%
35.9%

For our purposes, the most important information in Table 15 is contained in line
4: debt adjusted for inflation. As can be seen, debt bears no significance in
differentiating between those who do and do not end law school with a long-term plan of
public service. Its insignificance holds true, whether the universe whose behavior is
school; spousal earnings; and level of concern during law school

debts.
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about paying off educational

explored is those who began law school with a public service plan (first three columns)
or all respondents regardless of their plan (last two columns).
What does explain who ends law school with a public service plan?
Unsurprisingly, the factors most strongly related to having a public service plan at the
end of law school are two that record earlier, direct expressions of interest in public
service: having had a long-term public service goal at the start of law school and having
taken a public service job during the summer after the second year of law school. (See
lines 2 and 3). We are unable to determine whether or not taking a public service job
during the second summer reinforces a commitment to public service work (and thus
bears some causal relationship to having a public service plan at the end of law school).
Those who reported taking such a job may simply be those who arrived with the strongest
commitment to public service. 13
Apart from these indicators, the strongest factors correlating with ending law
school with a public service plan relate to political views (line 8, especially in column 1)
and respondents’ comparative level of concern about the impact of their work on society
(line 11). The farther the graduates’ politics to the left and the more they believed they
cared in comparison to others about the impact of their work on society, the more likely
they were to maintain a public service plan.
We looked at two factors apart from debt that bear on the economic dimensions of
holding a public service plan. Line 9 is a variable we created that attributed to every
respondent in each graduating class a figure representing the ratio of mean first-year
earnings of the respondents in the class who took a first job after law school in public
service and the mean first-year earnings of those who took a first job in public service.
We hypothesized that the wider the gap between the earnings available that year in
private practice and the earnings available in public service the greater the likelihood was
of not having a public-service plan at the end of law school. Line 9 provides some
modest support for this hypothesis.
The other variable significantly related to holding onto a public service plan was
comparative concern about making a lot of money. Here we do find more support for the
hypothesis that high earnings make a difference to some respondents: the greater the
degree a person acknowledged a concern about making a lot of money, the less likely he
or she was to have a public service plan at the end of law school. It is possible, of
course, that debt and concern about making lots of money are directly linked: people
might worry about making lots of money because they have lots of debt to pay off. If that
were so, the level of concern about making lots of money would itself be a measure of the
impact of debt. The evidence within our data suggests otherwise – suggests that that
concern about making lots of money is largely independent of debt. Among the 5-year
graduates, there was, for example, a modest negative correlation between the degree of
concern about making a lot of money and the degree of concern during law school about
13

Note: Compare Table 10, line labelled “1st yr. GPA (standardized)” with line 7 in table 15.
Explain lesser relevance of grades in table 15.
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the ability to pay off ones debts, whereas there was a strong positive correlation between
concern about making lots of money and a long-term plan of working in a mid-sized or
large private firm. (See Plan52.) From here on in our analysis, we will treat “concern
about making money” as a measure of desire for income separable from concern for debt.
Accordingly, looking at the data as a whole, what seems to occur during law
school is that while many students arrive with a plan of public service, they hold the plan
with varying levels of commitment and consider other possibilities, and sometimes
wooed by the prospect of high earning, sometimes by other considerations, about half of
the group – tilting toward those least ideologically committed to public service -- shift
their plans away from public service. The amount of debt graduates were carrying
seemed to play little or no role in the shift.
A final note: Gender also proved significant, though in an unexpected direction.
We have seen earlier that, at entry to law school, women were much more likely than
men to plan on a career in public service (see table 5 supra), but, within the group who
started with a public-service plan, men were significantly more likely than women to hold
onto their plan at the end of law school. We do not know why this is so. Perhaps women
(particularly women who are not far to the left in their politics) are more likely than
similar men to arrive at law school with a public service plan that they hold without a lot
of conviction.

D. The Decision Regarding a First Job after Law School
Of the 1296 graduates between 1970 and 2001 who ended law school with a longterm plan of public service and for whom we have information about the first jobs they
took after law school, 14 about a quarter took an initial job as a judicial clerk. We did
not, however, count judicial clerkships as fulfilling a “long-term career plan” in public
service, because almost no one planned a “longterm career” as a judicial clerk. Most
clerkships are for one year or at most two. We focused rather on first jobs after any
judicial clerkship. After any judicial clerkship, 690 of the 1296 with long-term public
service plans (53.2 percent) took a first job in public service.
Graduates with long-term public service plans were not, however, the only ones
who took initial jobs in public service (after any clerkship). Table 16 reports on the
numbers taking initial jobs in public service settings, in relation to their aspirations at the
end of law school.

We have earlier reported on plans at the end of law school reaching back to the class of 1966.
Unfortunately we did not ask about first jobs after law school until the class of 1970.
14

25

Table 16
First Post-Law-School Job (after any judicial clerkship),
By long-term career plans at end of law school,
University of Michigan Law School,
Classes of 1970-2001

First Job was in a public
service setting:
Government
Legal services, pub def.
Pub interest organization
Subtotal
First job was in some other
setting

Finished law school
with public service
plan
n=
429
198
63
690
606
1296

percent
33.1%
15.3%
4.9%
53.3%

Finished law school
with some other
long-term plan
n=
299
58
23
380

46.7% 6165
100.0% 6545

percent
4.6%
0.9%
0.4%
5.9%
94.1%
100.0%
File: plan46 (aslon)

As Table 16 reports, 1070 graduates – 53.3 percent of those who ended law
school with a public service plan 15 and 6 percent of those who had some other plan –
took an initial job (after any clerkship) in a public service setting.
In examining the effects of debt on first-job selection, we begin with the group
who had a long-term public service plan at the end of law school and look at their pattern
of first jobs across decades. Our hypothesis, much as before, was that, if debt were
having an effect on job choice, the numbers taking first jobs in public service would drop
decade by decade as debts rose and as the gap between earnings in public service and
private practice widened. Table 17 shows that this is exactly what happened.
But, of course, on this information alone, we have not proven a relationship
between debt and the decline of entry into public service. Much else was going on during
these years.

We are counting in this number a few whose long term goal was government but who took a job in legal
services or a public defender and a fair number whose long term goal was in legal services or a public
defender or public interest organization who took an initial job in government. (File: plan06b; printout
plan8)
15
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Table 17
Among those with a long-term public service career plan
at end of law school, what portion took a first job after law school
(and after any judicial clerkship) in a public service setting,
Classes of 1970-2001

Those who finished law school
with a long-term plan to work in
public service
% whose 1st post-law school
job was in public service
% whose 1st post-law school
job was in some other setting

19661969
n=40

1970- 1975- 19801974 1979
1984
n=156 n=197 n=181

19851989
n=184

1990- 1995- 20001994 1999 2001
n=184 n=233 n=78

80%

71%

45%

50%

20%

29%

66%

41%

47%

42%

34%
59%
55%
50%
43%
File: plan08m4 (aslon); printout plan30

58%

As the table shows in the bold-face line, the proportion of those with public
service plans who took first jobs in public service declined during the 1970s and then
declined even more precipitously in the first half of the 1980s. Not visible in the table is
that decline took place most precipitously over a four-year period between 1978 and
1981. Consider these year-to-year changes: in 1978, 71 percent of those finishing law
school with public service aspirations took a first job in public service; in 1979, it fell to
65 percent; in 1980, to 58 percent; in 1981, to 29 percent; and from then on for several
years an average of about 42 percent. (See plan31b21; printout plan42).
What happened during that the years 1978 and 1981 that might explain the drop.
During those years average debts of those with debts remained nearly constant (after
adjustment for inflation), but the proportion of students taking on at least some debt rose
sharply from 60 percent of the class to above 90 percent. 16 But much else was occurring
as well. During the same period, the average earnings of Michigan students taking first
jobs in public service declined sharply from 85 percent of the average earnings of those
with first jobs in private practice down to 67 percent. During that same period, the
proportion of the entire class taking a first job in large-firm private practice (a firm of
fifty or more lawyers) rose sharply from 33 percent to 54 percent. 17 These rapid changes
are displayed, year by year from 1976 to 1984, in Appendix Table D. We cannot say, of
course, to what extent the decline in relative earnings between public-service and private
settings caused the rise in percentage of graduates taking jobs in higher paid private
settings, nor, on the basis of these aggregate figures can we say what role if any debt
played in the shift. We will look for more indications from the individual level data
available from the survey.

16
17

See plan31c
See Recode file
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Apart from changes in economic considerations, other events also occurred in the
early 1980s that, while not explaining the decline in 1978 through 1980 may well have
affected decisions to take public interest jobs during the 1980s. In 1981, Ronald Reagan
became president. His conservative politics may well have discouraged students with
public service ambitions, the huge majority of whom have always reported themselves as
quite liberal, see Table 5, supra) from seeking jobs in the federal government. Moreover,
during the Reagan administration major cuts were made in the budgets of many federal
departments and agencies and huge cuts were made in the budget of the Legal Services
Corporation, which provided the funding for legal services programs for the poor around
the country.
A quite different change of another sort, not visible in the table, occurred later, in
1990. That year, the law school created a debt management program to address the very
problem we’ve been discussing: the burden of debt on those who wish to take lesser
paying jobs after law school. The program has taken several forms over the years, but at
its core is a scheme under which for each year that the graduate works at a law-related
job but earns less than a certain amount, the law school will pay the interest due on his
loans and, eventually, pay off much or all of the principal. (The law school program also
included graduates taking non-public-service jobs, such as those in small private law
firms.) As the debt management program has become more generous over time (raising
the income maximum for eligibility, forgiveness of principal more quickly), more and
more of those entering public service have taken advantage of it. Among those who
ended law school with a long-term public service plan and who took a first post-lawschool job in public service, 29 percent of those in the classes of 1990-1994, 37 percent
of those in the classes of 1995-1999, and 60 percent of those in the classes of 2000-2001
received relief under the program. (plan53, 2d to last set of tables.) We cannot know, of
course, how many of those who received relief under the program would not have taken
first jobs in public service otherwise. If none would otherwise taken a public service job,
then the numbers who actually took jobs in public service would have declined much
further. See our crude estimates in Table 17A below. The estimates in table 17A are
surely too dire. Many persons in the years before 1990 took public service jobs even
though their debts (adjusted for inflation) were as high and their first year salaries as low
as those who received assistance under the program. Moreover, especially in the initial
years, the extent of the help provided by the law school’s debt relief program was
modest. Those who participated in the program still reported very high levels of difficulty
in paying off their loans. 18

18

Plan53.
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Table 17A
Among those with a long-term public service career plan
at end of law school portion taking a first job after law school
in a public service setting and estimate of how many would have
taken such a job in absence of the law schools debt-management program
Classes of 1970-2001

Those who finished law school
with a long-term plan to work in
public service
% whose 1st post-law school
job was in public service
% of those who took public
service job and who received
support from law school debtmanagement program
estimate of % whose 1st post-law
school job would have been in
public service in the absence of
the debt management program. 19

19661969
n=40

1970- 1975- 19801974 1979
1984
n=156 n=197 n=181

19851989
n=184

1990- 1995- 20001994 1999 2001
n=184 n=233 n=78

80%

71%

66%

41%

45%

50%

47%

42%

--

--

--

--

--

29%

37%

60%

80%

71%

66%

41%

45%

36% 30%
File: Plan53

17%

Whatever the reason for the decline between 1978 and 1981 in the number of
students taking public service jobs, debts might nonetheless have influenced, within
years, the decisions of individual students with public service ambitions about whether to
postpone their public-service plans. When we regress on who takes a first job in public
service among those who ended law school with a public service plan, we find that debts
are in fact higher for those who those who take a job in some other setting, thus
postponing their entry into public service. See table 18.

Calculated by reducing the figure in the first line of the table by the percentage in the 2d line of the table
E.g., for years 1994, 50 – (.29 x 50) = 35.5, rounded up to 36.
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Table 18
Among those who finished law school
with long-term public service plan,
who takes an initial job
in public service (after any judicial clerkship)?
Classes of 1972-2001

1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8
9
*p<.01

Class year
Had public service job
after 2d year of law
school
Debt in CPI adj $
Male
White
UMLS Final GPA
(standardized)
Political Attitude in law
school (7 pt scale, lib.
to consrv)
Ratio 1st yr earnings,
Pub serv/priv prac
Comparative: concern
about making money
Comparative: concern
impact of work on soc.
Total explained
variance (adj)
**p<.05

n=1138
beta
mr2
.19** 0.3%

n= 1132
beta
mr2
.17
0.3%

n=1104
beta
mr2
.13
0.2%

--.12*
-.04
-.03

-1.0%
0.2%
0.1%

--.10*
-.01
-.04

-0.7%
0.0%
0.1%

.26 *
-.09*
-.01
-.04

6.2%
0.6%
0.0%
0.1%

-.08** 0.5%

-.10*

0.8%

-.06*

0.3%

-.03

0.1%

-.01

0.0%

.00

0.0%

.33*

1.1%

.33*

1.1%

.27*

0.7%

--

--

-.16*

2.4%

-.13*

1.5%

--

--

.04

0.2%

.03

0.1%

5.5%
8.7%
14.8%
File: plan31e (aslon), printout plan42

As the table displays, the larger the debts of those who had a long term plan of
public service the less likely they were was to take a public service job as their first post
law school employment (lines 2 and 3 in the table). It thus appears that even though debt
could not help explain the differences between those who do and do not hold onto a
public-service career plan by the end of school, it may help explain who, among those
with public service plans, postponed their plan to enter public service work. [After we
succeed in a logit regression, state the percentage probability that taking a non-publicservice first job increases with each $1000 in debt.]
As significant an explainer of who postpones public service work is, once again,
the response to the question asking the respondents to compare themselves to other
lawyers their age with regard to their “concern about making a lot of money” (line 8).
Among those who had a long-term public interest plan at the end of law school, those
who took a public service job as their first job saw themselves as comparatively less
concerned about make a lot of money than those who took a job in law firms or
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elsewhere (though both groups saw themselves as much less concerned about making lots
of money than those whose longterm career plan was in private practice). That money
seemed to matter in job choice is further indicated by another control variable we used in
the regression: the ratio of the mean earnings of first year earnings of graduates in the
respondent’s class who took a first job in public service and the mean earnings of that
year’s graduates taking jobs in private practice. As line 7 of the table reveals, the higher
that public service earnings were in relation to private practice in that year the more
likely a respondent was to take a public-service job. 20 (Not shown in the table because it
bore no significant relation to the choice to take a job in public service is the variable
described above (see last row of Table 9) asking about concern during law school about
ability to pay off debts later.)
At the beginning of this section we mention a different group who took first jobs
in public service. These are respondents who did not have a long-term plan of public
service at the end of law school but who nonetheless took a first job in a public service
setting, a group of 380 respondents constituting about 6 percent of those who ended law
school with some plan other than for public service. In comparison to others without
public-service goals, This group was disproportionately black, comparatively liberal in
their politics, and regarded themselves as comparatively more concerned about the
impact of their work on society and as comparatively less concerned about making a lot
of money, and, in comparison to their classmates, had somewhat lower grades. A
regression on who takes a first job in public service that includes all respondents
regardless of their long-term plan at the end of law school can be found in Appendix
Table E. Unsurprisingly, the group without a public service plan was much less likely
than those who did have such a plan to still be working in public service five years after
graduation.

20
In addition, while gender and race did not show up as significantly related to taking a first job in public
service (among those with longterm plans for public service) when looking at all the classes from 1972
through 2001, in the early years of the data (from 1972 to 1985), women were significantly more likely
than men and nonwhites were significantly more likely than whites to take a public-service job as their first
job. See plan31e.out
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D. Job Choices Across the First Five Years After Graduation
At this point, we narrow the universe of cases that we are considering. To
examine the impact of debt on decisions over the first five years after law school, we can
use only the alums surveyed 5 years after law school, because only for these cases do we
know where they were working in the fifth year. (On our 15 year surveys, which we have
also drawn upon up to this point, we asked about first job and current job and number of
years in various sectors, but did not ask about their work setting five years out of law
school.) Our information on the 5-year classes regarding numbers of years in each type
of work setting runs back only to the class of 1980, so from this point forward we are
discussing the 22 years of 5-year graduates from 1980 through 2001.
2001.

Table 19 presents a summary of the public-service work of the classes of 1980-

Table 19
Who has ever worked in public service
during first five years after law school?
University of Michigan Law School,
Classes of 1980-2001

First Job was in Public Service
After five years:
Ever worked in public service
Ever in government
Ever in legal serv, pub def
Ever in public interest org.
Never worked in public service

Finished law
school with
public service
plan
n=
percent
398
47%
597
392
151
121
263
860

69%
46%
17%
14%
31%
100%

Finished law
school with
some other plan
n=
percent
151
4%
494
12%
401
9%
76
2%
63
2%
3697
88%
4191
100%
File: plan46a1

As the first pair of columns displays, the proportion of those who finished law
school in the classes of 1980 through 2001 with a public service plan who had worked in
public service grew from the 47 percent who took an initial job in public service to 69
percent who had taken such a job for at least a year by the time they were out of law
school five years. For the considerable majority of this group, the public service work
they did was in government. The second pair of columns shows the public service work
of those who finished law school with some other plan than public service. By five years
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after graduation, 12 percent of this group had also worked in public service for at least a
year.
The pattern of entry and exit from public service is complex. Some begin there
and leave. Some start elsewhere but switch in. The next table shows the patterns and sets
the stage for our inquiry into the effects of debt after five years out of law school.
Table 20
History of public service work
over the first five years after graduation
for those with a public-service goal at end of law school,
Classes of 1980-2001

1
2
3
4

Began in public service, still in public
service
Began in public service, but not in
public service at time of 5-year survey
Began in some other setting, but in
public service at time of 5-survey
Not yet in public service
Total

Public Service
goal at end of
law school
259

31%

115

14%

156
303
833

19%
36%
100.0%

Plan46a1 (3d run)
[Author’s note to himself: This table leaves out some people (some with
inconsistent answers) who did not begin in pub serv or end in pub serv but who
nonetheless report having spent at least a year in pub serv (not counting clerkships)
during their first five years. See first 2 runs in 46a1. Resolve the inconsistencies and
rerun if need be. Adding in these cases will require adding another line to the table.]
Here we look for the possible effects of debt in two ways: First we look at just
those who finished law school with a public service plan and whose first post-law-school
job was in public service (Column A, lines 1 and 2) and try to understand how those in
line 1 differ from those in line 2 (that is, why some have chosen to stay in public service
and others have chosen to leave) and the role than debt might have played in the choice.
Then we look at all respondents and examine, for both those who ended law school with
a public service plan and those who didn’t, whether debt appears to play any role in
explaining those who never work in public service at all during the first five years.
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1.

Those who began in public service but left over the first 5 years.

Nearly 400 of those with public service plans at the end of law school took first jobs
in public service immediately after law school or after a judicial clerkship. Five years
later, 69 percent of them were still working in public service. See Table 21, which are
essentially just the first two rows in the preceding table.
Table 21
Who is still in public service,
among those who ended law school with a
long-term public service plan and who took a first
job in public service,
Classes of 1980-2001
Still in public service
Has left public service
Total

n=
259
115
398

percent
69%
31%
100%

Plan46a3

As the table reveals, 31 percent had left public service (at least temporarily). This
group had spent an average of 2.9 years in public service before leaving. (Plan46a3)
Most of the group who left – 70 percent –entered private practice. (Plan46a3) The
question we ask here is whether the burden of paying off their loans contributed to their
decisions to switch job settings. The short answer is that we can find no indication that it
did.
Much as we have in earlier sections, we first hypothesized that if debts were
having an effect on job choices, then over the decades of the survey, as debts rose and the
gap between salaries in public service and private practice widened, increasing
proportions of the graduates who began in public service would have left after a few
years. As Table 22 displays, that is not what has happened. Over time, among those who
began their post-law school careers in public service, the proportion who left during the
first five years actually declined (though the differences across decades are not
statistically significant). 21

21
We can stretch this information a few years earlier, to the classes of 1977-1979, using data from the 25
year survey of those classes. In these classes, among those respondents who had a longterm plan of public
service at the end of law school and who took a first job in public service, only 49 percent were still
working for that public-service employer 5 years later. (Some of those not still working for their first
employer may, however, have shifted to another public interest employer and thus ought not to be treated
as having left public service. We do not know who the next employer was for this group.)
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Table 22
All those who finished law school with a long-term
career plan to work in public service and who took a first
job in public service,
Classes of 1980-2001

Still in public service
Has left public service

1980s
n=152
66%
34%

1990s
n=190
71%
29%

20002001
Total
n=32 N=259
78%
69%
22%
31%
Plan46a5

In the same manner, when we look at behavior at the individual level, educational
debts appear to have played no significant role in causing persons to leave public service
during the first five years. We looked at those who ended law school with a long-term
public service plan, and inquired, among those who took first jobs in public service, what
explains the difference between those who left and those who stayed. A regression on
who has left public service among this group produced no evidence that debt paid a
significant role in decisions to leave. (plan46a4) The regression results are set forth in
Appendix Table F. Those who left did not have larger debts than those who stayed. The
only strong predictor we can identify of who leave is one that we have noted as
significant in earlier sections: the respondent’s comparison of himself or herself to other
lawyers with regard to their concern for making a lot of money. The more that the
respondent acknowledges a comparatively high concern for making money, the more
likely he is to have left public service for another job. We have been cautious about
claiming that this variable captures actual differences among our graduates in their
concern for making money, but there is corroboration here to suggest that those who have
stayed in public service really do care less: those who stayed in public service carried, on
average, somewhat more debt than those who left; their first jobs in public service paid
less than the first jobs in public service of those who left; and, among those who are
married, their spouses earn no more than the spouses of those who left. It seems possible
that those who have stayed in public service really are content enough with income that is
lower than the income of their classmates who tried public service but have moved on.
2.

Those who have never worked in public service.

Five years is the latest point after graduation that we are able to examine the
behavior of the graduates who finished between 1991 and 2001, the highest debt years
within our survey. Combining all the five-year classes for which we have debt and
employment information, we found that five years after graduation, 64 percent of the
graduates in the classes of 1980-2001 who finished law school with a long-term plan to
work in public service had in fact worked (or were still working) in public service. (See
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table 20, lines 1 through 3). That is a large proportion, but it is also the case, of course,
that the other 36% of graduates had not (table 20, line 4). What explains why more than a
third of those with public service ambitions at the end of law school had not yet worked
in public service? The possibility that most concerns us in this article is whether the ones
who have not worked in public service are delaying carrying out their career plan until
they have paid off their debts (or believe they have the debts under control). That
possibility is, however, merely one of many. We will briefly comment on what our data
have to suggest about the possibilities other than debt and then discuss debt’s possible
role.
One reason why some (or many) of those with long-term public service plans
have never worked public service over the first five years could be that they’d become
contented in some other setting and had dropped their public service plans altogether.
And it is in fact the case that many of those who had not yet worked in public service
reported high satisfaction five years after graduation in some other work setting. Our
survey included a series of questions about career satisfaction on a seven-point scale.]
Particularly high satisfaction was reported among those who, after 5 years, were working
in settings other than private firms or corporate counsel office. On the other hand, the
substantial majority of those who hadn’t yet worked in public service were working in
private firms five years out and this group – and especially those in large firms – were, in
general, not very satisfied. 22 Only thirty percent of those in private practice (and only 24
percent of those in large firm private practice), reported themselves quite satisfied with
their careers overall, in comparison with 71 percent of those in government and 60
percent of those in legal services or public interest work. 23 Those with public interest
goals working in private firms were much less satisfied not just with their careers overall,
but also with the balance of work and family, their relationship with co-workers, and the
value of their work to society. The only sphere in which they were significantly more
satisfied than those in public service was with regard to income, which is hardly
surprising since those in private practice earned, on average, twice as much as those in
legal services and other public interest work and half again as much as those working in
government. The overall suggestion from the satisfaction questions is thus that, while
some of those who have not yet acted on their plans to work in public service may have
delayed or abandoned their plans because of satisfaction in some other setting, many
more had probably remained out of public service for other reasons.
A second reason why some of those who planned to work in public service might not
have done so is simply that they never intended to do so this early in their careers. They are
still waiting for the right time to make a switch. This reason seems particularly likely to
apply to those whose long-term plan was to enter elective politics or to serve as a judge. And
we do find that while 72 percent of those who planned to work in legal services or a public
interest organization and 83 percent of those who planned to work as prosecutors had done so
by five years out, only 59 percent of those who planned to work in “politics or government
(other than prosecutor)” had yet done so. An unmeasurable number of this group may thus
well be among those who have not yet worked in public service.
22
23

Plan 34 and plan34b; printout plan35.
Plan34d; see end of printout plan35
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A third reason for the delay in carrying out public service plans could be the
phenomenon commonly (and mockingly) referred to as “golden handcuffs”: that those
who’ve never worked in public service would like to do so but, despite being
comparatively dissatisfied where they are working now, they’ve become accustomed to a
high standard of living they’re unwilling to give up. As we’ve just pointed out, the great
majority of those who have not yet worked in public service were working in private
practice and earning, on average, twice as much as those in public service. Other
evidence in support of this explanation is provided by the regression analysis we
undertook in pursuit of the fourth and final explanation we discuss in the next paragraphs.
That fourth explanation, our central theme in this piece, is, of course, that the
burden of paying off their educational debts has deterred some of them from shifting
away from the high paying settings in which they work now. At first look, it appears
unlikely that debts have played much of a role. As Tables 23 shows, across the decades,
as debts rose and as the salaries in public service stagnated, the debts of those with public
service plans who had never entered public service did not significantly exceed the debts
of those did. In addition, the proportion of those who stayed out of public service over
the first five years did not rise. 24
Table 23
Among those who finished law school with a long-term
career plan to work in public service,
mean educational debts of those with debts
(adjusted for inflation, 2007 dollars),
Classes of 1980-2001
19801984
N=193

19851989
N=145

19901994
N=133

19951999
N=187

20002001
n=60

Had worked in public service
during first five years
$35,385 $48,108 $60,522 $86,229 $101,724
Never in public service during
first five years
$33,666 $46,942 $66,646 $93,881 $94,294
None of the differences within columns
File: Plan36a
is statistically significant

24

See plan46a5.
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Using regression analysis to investigate for the possible effects of debt or other
economic considerations at the individual level, we find that debt is indeed mildly related
to postponing public service jobs among those who finished law school with a public
service plan. After controlling for several other factors, those with higher debts are
slightly less likely to have ever worked in public service than those who have worked in
public service. (See Table 24, column 1.)
Table 24
Among those who finished law school with a long-term plan of
public service, who has ever worked in public service
by 5 years after graduation?
Classes of 1980-2001

Class year
Size of debt (adjusted
to 2007 dollars)
Male
White
Current political views
UMLS Final GPA
(standardized)
Ratio 4th yr earnings,
Pub serv/priv prac
% of class in large firm
as first job
Comparative concern
about making money
Comparative concern
impact of work on soc.
Total explained
variance (adjusted)
*p<.01 **p<.05

n=816
n=738
beta mr2
beta mr2
.12**
0.5% .15*
0.9%
-.09**
-.07**
-.08**
-.08**

0.6% -.07
0.4% -.03
0.9% -.12*
0.5% .01

0.6%
0.0%
0.6%
0.0%

.01

0.0%

.00

0.0%

-.01

0.0%

.03

0.0%

-.07

0.5%

-.09** 0.6%

--

--

-.27*

6.2%

--

--

.13*

1.5%

2.4%
12.9%
File: plan32, printout plan43

We observed earlier the same relationship between size of debt and job choice
with regard to respondents’ first job after law school (see Table 18, line 3.) The
relationship is weaker after 5 years and ceases to be statistically significant (see Table
above, right column) after taking into account respondents’ comparative concern about
making lots of money (see second line in bold face). Indeed, comparatively greater
concern about making lots of money is, as we have seen before in other contexts, by far
the strongest factor for those with long-term public service plans in distinguishing
between those who do and do not take a job in public service during the first five years.
(Remember, the concern here is relative. Those finishing law school with long term
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public service plans, whether they act on them or not during the first five years, regarded
themselves as less concerned about making lots of money than those who finished law
school with a private practice plan regarded themselves. Plan46a7.) That size of debt is
significantly related to never having worked in public service before taking self-reported
concern about making lots of money into account, but not significant afterwards, suggests
what is intuitively obvious: that, to the extent that debt affects job choices, it isn’t the
dollar size of the debt that counts most, but rather how subjectively oppressed one feels
by the debt.
Thus far in this section we’ve been considering the public service work only of
those graduates who ended law school with a public service plan. As Table 25 shows in
the first row of figures, the 597 persons who graduated with a public service plan and
who worked in public service during the first five years were not the only ones who
worked in public service during that period. Another 494 persons with no plan or some
other plan at the end of law school had also worked in public service by five years out,
producing a total of 1091 persons or 22 percent of the respondents in the classes of 1980
to 2001.
Table 25
Who has ever worked in public service,
by whether or not they had a long-term plan
of public service at the end of law school,
classes of 1980-2001

Ever worked in
public service
Never worked in
public service
Total

Ended law
school with
public service
plan
n=
percent

Ended law
school with
some other
plan or no plan
n=
percent

597

69%

494

12%

1091

22%

263
860

31%
100%

3697
4191

88%
100%

3960
5051

78%
100%

All
respondents
n= percent

Plan46c1 (last table)
If we look at the total universe of our respondents and ask about the
characteristics of all those who had ever worked in private practice by five years out, we
find, among other characteristics, that debt is significantly related to having taken a job in
public service. As Table 26 reveals, other things taken into account, the higher the debt
the lesser the likelihood of ever having taken a public service job. Much stronger as
explainers are the respondents’ views about their comparative level of concern about the
impact of their work on society and about making a lot of money, but even after taking
those two comparative concerns into account, debt remains significant.
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Table 26
Among all respondents, regardless of plan at the end of law school,
characteristics of those who have worked
in public service by 5 years after graduation
Classes of 1980-2001

Class year
Debts (adjusted to 2007
dollars)
Finished law school with
longterm plan of public
service
Male
White
Current political views
UMLS Final GPA
(standardized)
Ratio 4th yr earnings,
Pub serv/priv prac
% of class in large firm
as first job
Comparative: concern
about making money
Comparative: concern
impact of work on soc.
Total explained variance
(adjusted)
*p<.01 **p<.05

N=4981
n=4429
n=4351
beta mr2 beta mr2 beta mr2
.07* 0.1% .09* 0.3% .06* 0.1%
-.03** 0.1% -.03 0.1% -.03** 0.1%

---.05* 0.2%
-.07* 0.6%
-.18* 3.0%

--.00 0.1%
-.08* 0.2%
-.06* 0.3%

.44* 16.2%
.00
0.0%
-.07* 0.6%
-.02 0.0%

.02

0.1% .02

0.1% .01

0.1%

-.02

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

-.04** 0.2%

-.02

-.05* 0.2%

.00

-.03** 0.1%

--

--

-.18* 2.8% -.11* 0.9%

--

--

.27*

4.2%
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5.0%

.16*

2.0%

17.3%
33.4%
File: plan32, printout plan

E. Public Service Careers Over the First Fifteen Years after Law School
For examining the effects of debt on career decisions, our data from classes 15 years
out of law school is of limited value, for, although we have information on debt and numbers
of years in various work settings as well as long-term career goals for the 15-year classes
across a large number of classes, the great majority of 15-year graduates in our sample
finished law school before debts had grown anywhere nearly as large as they are today. Few
report any significant difficulty in paying off their debts. Here nonetheless is a brief
examination of the post-law school job choices of fifteen year graduates from the classes of
1974 through 1991 who said they finished law school with a long-term plan to work in public
service. Table 27 shows, by half decades of graduation year, the proportions of graduates
with public service plans who worked in public service over their first 15 years after law
school.
Table 27
Among those who finished law school with a long-term
career plan to work in public service,
percentages who did and did not ever work in public service
during first 15 years after graduation,
Classes of 1974-1991
19701974
n=178

Had worked in public service
during first fifteen years
76%
Never in public service during
first fifteen years
24%
The differences across half decades
is statistically significant. P<.01

19751979 25
n=213

19801984
n=144

19851989
n=126

19901991
n=41

Total
702

83%

65%

79%

83%

77%

17%

35%

21%
17%
23%
File: Plan51; printout plan44

Fifteen years after graduation, the huge majority of those who recalled ending law
school with a public service plan – 77 percent – had in fact worked in public service. Indeed,
half of this group had spent 10 or more years in public service work and more than 40
percent were still working in public service at the time of the 15-year survey. Looking across
the half decades, we see again, however, that, though debts increased sharply during the
eighties and early nineties, no decline occurred over this period in the proportion of graduates
who ever entered public service. 26 Moreover, half-decade by half-decade, among those who

25
1974 properly belongs with the half decade of 1970-74, but since 1974 was the only year for which we
had data for that half-decade, we joined in with 1975-79.
26
The one anomalous group of classes in the table are the graduates of the early 1980s, the same classes
who behaved so differently than prior groups with regard to first jobs after law school. (See table 17 supra
and accompanying text.) Whatever it was that sparked the move away from public service as a first job for
the classes at the tail end of the 1970s and first years of the 1980s, seems to have had enduring
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ended law school with a public service plan, there is no significant difference between the
average debts of those who ever worked in public service and those who did not. 27
Despite all this, in regressions on number of years in public service during the first 15
years among those who graduated with a long-term public service plan, debt in inflation
adjusted dollars is mildly, but significantly, related to having worked in public service, just as
it was significant five years after law school: the lower the debt the greater the number of
years in public service. See Table 28, middle column. Even stronger than debt size were two
variables that related to f: The more concerned a person was about making a lot of money the
less likely they were to have ever worked in public service. So too were those in classes
where the average earnings for the class as a whole in the fourteenth year after graduation
was lower in relation to the average earnings of those in the class working in private practice.

*p<.01

Table 28
Years of Work in Public Service,
Fifteen-year classes of 1970-1991
Planned on
No plan of
public service public service
at end of law
at end of law
school
school
n= 589
n= 3164
Beta
mr2 Beta
mr2
1 Class year of graduation
.20*
1.2% -.01
0.0%
2 Debt in CPI-adjusted $
-.12*
1.3%
.02
0.0%
3 Male
-.02
0.1%
.00
0.0%
4 White
-.10** 0.8% -.10*
1.4%
5 Any children
-.03
0.0%
-.05* 0.3%
Political views at time of 15
6 yr survey
-.01
0.0%
-.02
0.2%
7 UMLS final gradepoint
-.11*
0.8% -.02
0.0%
Ratio for whole class of 4th yr
earnings in public service and
8 private prac
.17** 1.0% .02
0.2%
Comparative concern about
9 making money
-.14*
1.8% -.13*
1.5%
Comparative concern about
10 impact of work on society
.08
0.6% .19*
3.7%
Total explained variance
11 (adj)
8.0%
10.4%
**p<.05
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consequences for those classes. As we have discussed before, a rapidly rising incidence of debt was simply
one of several changes that occurred during those years.
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The last column of Table 28 deals with a quite different group. These are the
graduates who finished law school either with no long-term plan or with a long-term plan of
something other than public service. Their decisions about public service are relevant
because, despite having no long-term public service plan, about 15 percent of them (735 out
of 3164), had nonetheless spent at least one year in public service in their first fifteen years
after law school (excluding any judicial clerkship). And even though a much higher percent
of those who did have public service plans had worked in public service (77 percent) by this
point, the absolute numbers of those without long-term public interest plans who’ve worked
in public service actually exceeds the numbers of those with such plans who have worked in
public service. Moreover, for most of the 735, their stint in public service was not brief.
Their average length of public service work was 6.0 years and two thirds had spent more than
four years in public service by their fifteenth year after graduation. .
As the Table above displays, for this large group who did not have a public
service plan at the end of law school debts seem to have played no significant role in
predicting how many years they spent in public service. Without regard to debts,
nonwhites, those without children, those less concerned about making lots of money and
those comparatively more concerned about the impact of their work on society were the
ones among those who didn’t have a specific long-term plan of public service who have
spent the most time performing public service work thus far in their careers. One reason
that debts may have played little or no role in determining their entry into public service
is that for most of those who had no plan of public service but did in fact work in public
service, their entry into public service was not as a first job after law school and typically
came after several years of working in other settings, by which time they may well have
paid off most or all of their loans (remember, these 15-year graduates typically left law
school with much smaller debts than the graduates of recent years).
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G. Summary of the Findings Regarding the Possible Effects of Debt
What have we found regarding the behavior of Michigan Law students regarding
public service among the classes who completed law school between 1970 and 2001?
First, though our data on this point is suggestive only, we find no hint that the
prospect of high debt has deterred potential applicants with public service ambitions from
applying to the Michigan: over time, from the mid-1960s to the early 2000s, despite everrising tuition and debt, the proportion of graduates reporting that they began law school with
public-service aspirations actually rose. (see Table 7, supra.) We also find no support for the
claim that debts are an important consideration in the changes of plans that many of those
who entered law school with public-service ambitions report by the end of law school: over
the same debt-rising years, the proportion of students who held onto a public-service plan at
the end of law school did not decline (see Table 13), and year by year, debts explain none of
the difference between those who held onto a public-service plan and those who abandoned
them (see Table 15). What seems more important in distinguishing between those who stick
with a public-service plan and those who change their minds is their political views (how far
to the left their political views were while in law school) and the strength of their concern
about the impact of their work on society. To the extent that financial considerations affected
the shifts away from plans for public service, the primary force appears to have been the
higher earnings available in private firms. Large firms in particular have held equal allure to
those with large debts, small debts, and no debts at all (see Table 15, lines 9 and 10).
For the group who ended law school with public service ambitions, educational debts
did, however, appear to affect the first-job choices of some of them: the higher their debt, the
greater the likelihood that they postponed their entry into public service. (See Table 15). The
relationship between debt and postponement of public service is modest but significant and
may be more substantial than it appears because in the last few years of our survey, some
students who entered public service received support from the law school’s loan repayment
program and might not otherwise have taken the jobs they did.
The relationship between debt and lower entry into public service persists in attenuated
form at five years after graduation (table 24) and even at fifteen years after graduation (table
28), but by these points time the great majority of those with public service ambitions,
including many with large debts at the time of graduation, have taken jobs at some point in
public service. Throughout the working years of those who ended law school with a longterm plan of public service, level of concern about making lots of money is the financial
factor much more strongly than debts in differentiating between those who have and have not
worked in public service (or, in the case of the 15-year graduates, the number of years that
have been spent in public service.) 28 In Table 29 are estimates, based on the regression coefficients in the tables above, of what the differences might have been in public-service
participation by those who finished law school with public service plans if they had all
finished without any debts. As can be seen, the expected differences are quite modest.
For reasons we explain earlier, we do not believe that most those who express comparatively high
concern about making lots of money had those concerns because of debt. See page 21, supra.
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Table 29
Estimates of what the impact might have been on
public service participation by those who ended law
school with public-service plans if none of them had
had any educational debt.
Graduates of varying groups of classes.

Public service job as 1st job
after law school
Public service job within first
5 yrs after law school
Average years of public
Service in first 5 years
Public service job within first
15 yrs after law school
Average years of public
service in first 15 years

(File)

Actual
Likely
Percent Percent if
(or years) no debts

(Plan31e)

53%

59%

(Plan32)

69%

74%

(Plan32m)

2.3

2.6

(Plan44)

77%

79%

(Plan44)

7.5

8.3

The pattern of public service work among Michigan’s graduates is made richer and more
complicated by the fact that many of those who ended law school with long term plans for
public service had not arrived at law school with such plans and by the fact that many of
those who took first jobs in public service or who worked long years in public service over
the five or fifteen years after graduation were not persons who’d had a long-term plan of
public service at the end of law school. At each point, this group who had not had plans of
public service at the end of law school constitutes only a small percentage of the entire body
of respondents who had not had public service plans, but, taken as a group, they provide a
very high proportion of the total years of public service performed by Michigan graduates. It
is also the case that, when all respondents are viewed together regardless of their plans, those
who work in public service either as a first job or at any point over the first five years after
law school have slightly (but statistically significantly) lower debts than those who never
take public service jobs.
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Observations about Policy Changes and Loan Forgiveness Programs
Is the impact of educational debt on public service a problem worth worrying about? Is it
a problem that law schools (and governments) ought to try to do something about? The
Michigan study might appear to raise doubts in this regard. Many law schools have created
programs to pay off all or much of the educational debts of students who take jobs in public
service. Michigan is one of those schools. The newly expanded Federal Loan Forgiveness
Program, part of the College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007, has much the same
structure. 29 The programs have been created in the belief that debts were causing substantial
numbers of students to give up plans for public service. At least at Michigan, there is no
evidence that educational debts are what caused large numbers of students who arrived with
public service plans to give them up and, while there is reason to believe that debts cause
some of those who end law school with a public service plan to postpone entry into public
service, the data also tells us that lots of people with high debts took public service jobs
anyway, even without law school help, and that lots of others who postponed entry
eventually entered public service. The short of it is that, as of the classes who finished law
school by the early 2000s, the loan forgiveness programs that many schools have started
probably had only a modest impact on the numbers of persons who actually later perform
public service. Schools may well have been paying off the debts of more students who
would have taken public service work anyway than they are of students who would not have
entered public service but for the debt relief.
There are at least three sorts of reasons, however, to be skeptical of the Michigan Study
as a basis for making choices about policies and programs addressing debts today. Foremost
among these reasons is most law-school graduates today are in very different economic
position that that of the graduates we studied. The Michigan findings are already obsolete.
Built-in obsolescence is an unavoidable shortcoming of any long-term study of the effects of
debt: by the time the graduates you study have been out of school long enough to record their
career decisions over time, current graduates are likely to be facing a quite different financial
environment. In the eight years since 2001, the graduation year of the last class we studied,
Michigan’s tuitions (and the tuitions at most other law schools) have doubled. Current
students at Michigan and elsewhere are now assuming vastly higher debts in relation to their
likely earnings in their first years than all but a few of the graduates in our study. Moreover,
in 2009 when we are writing, law students are facing a particularly gloomy market for legal
services in the aftermath of a recession much deeper than any that occurred during the three
decades we examined. It is quite reasonable to fear that, whatever impact debts have had in
the past on initial job choices, the impact in the future (for those lucky enough to have
choices) will be significantly greater.
A second reason to be skeptical of our findings is that ours is a study of the graduates of
just one school, and no school can stand as representative of all schools. To be sure,
Michigan was a school where if debts were exercising an effect they should have been
observable: most of Michigan’s graduates have been in the fortunate position of being able
Under the new program, a graduate working in public service (much as we’ve defined it in this article,
but not including law reform organizations) can elect to pay a modest percent of his income each year
toward his debt and after 10 years of payments the remaining principal and interest will be forgiven.
29
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to choose between high-paying private practice opportunities and lesser-paying but perhaps
more gratifying public service opportunities. If debts have modest effect at Michigan, they
should have even less effect at schools where most students, if they have choices between
jobs at all, have a choice between moderately paying public service jobs and similarly paying
jobs in small-firm private practice. But it may be the case that, even among schools like
Michigan where students have had abundant choices, Michigan’s experience is
unrepresentative, though I cannot offer any plausible reasons why students at other elite
schools who began law school with public service ambitions similar to Michigan students’
and who accumulated similar debts would have been more likely than Michigan students to
abandon plans of public service because of the debts.)
A third reason why the Michigan study offers little guidance for shaping programs aimed
at encouraging public service work is that we cannot know what the impact would be of
generous debt-relief programs or of programs configured in other ways. For many of the
students who begin law school with a public service plan but end with a plan of private
practice, it may be the case that, even if debt has little to do with their change of plans, a
substantial and well-publicized debt-management program coupled with other efforts by the
law school to promote public service might signal to them, as well as to others who arrive at
law school with no plans at all, that the law school strongly values public service. A bold
experiment run by New York University Law School illustrates how two debt-relief
programs with identical financial effects can have widely different effects, depending on how
they are packaged. For a couple of starting classes, NYU identified applicants with public
service ambitions and randomly assigned those whom they admitted to one of two groups:
one group was told that they were winners of a public-service tuition subsidy, under which
they would pay no tuition at all but, if they did not take and stay in a public service job after
law school, they would become liable to the law school for the total tuition; the other group
was told they would have to pay their tuition up front, but that the law school would pay the
entire debt for them so long as they took a job and stayed in a public-service job. In terms of
the real financial consequences, the two groups were identically situated: if they went into
public service for the same period, neither group would have to bear the cost of their tuitions;
if they entered high-paying work, both groups faced the same loan payments. Despite their
similar position, the two groups behaved very differently. Those in the group offered the
tuition subsidy were significantly more likely to accept NYU’s offer of admission and,
among those who matriculated from the two groups, those who were receiving tuition
subsidies were more likely to take initial jobs in public service. For our purposes, the
significance of this experiment is at least twofold: first, it demonstrates that the prospect of
avoiding debt can have major effects on job choices; and, second, tuition subsidy programs in
particular may be a way to induce those who arrive at law school with public service plans to
hold onto their plan despite the influences that caused so many of Michigan students to
change their plans during the three years of law school.
A final reason exists for retaining and expanding debt relief programs, one that applies
even if the programs fail altogether to induce more students to enter public service and even
if all the graduates the law school relieves of their debt would have entered public service
anyway. That reason is simply that law schools might decide that it is appropriate for them to
make life a little easier for those who enter comparatively low-paying jobs in public service.
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Law schools, especially the law schools where the students have the widest range of choice
among jobs, have been able to charge very high tuitions only because the great majority of
their students take jobs in settings where they are able to pay off the loans while maintaining
a reasonable comfortable standard of living at the same time. In the last five classes we
studied, for example, the average graduate with any debt who took a job in a firm of fifty or
more lawyers had an inflation-adjusted debt of about $77,000 and first year earnings of about
$117,000. If his payments toward his debts that year were $7,700 (10 percent of the principle
being a commonly used figure for the average debt payment) or even twice that, he’d had
more than $100,000 left over to live on (exclusive of taxes). By contrast, the average
graduate with any debt who took a job in public service had a debt of about $69,000 and first
year earnings of $52,000. If his debt payments that year were $6,900, he had only about
$45,000 left over to live on (again exclusive of taxes). If the debt payments were twice as
high, he would have had less than $40,000. In such circumstances, law schools might
appropriately decide to ease the burdens of those who are performing socially beneficial
work even if they would have taken the same jobs without a debt-forgiveness program.
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APPENDIX TABLES

Appendix Table A
Fourth-year earnings by settings,
Classes of 1970-2001

Mean earnings of
those working in
public service 5
years out
Mean earnings of
those working in
mid/large firm 5
years out
Ratio of mean
earnings in public
service and private
practice

19701974

19751979

19801984

19851989

19901994

19901994

20002001

1113

$26417

$34023

$37028

$45641

$52743

$52743

$75974

5120

$32190

$47364

$58683

$79475

$86747

$86747 $143450

--

.82

.72

.63

.67

n=
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.61
.61
.53
File: test33a and test29d1 and
test33e, printout plan32

Appendix Table B
Question from Survey about Long-Term Career Plans
upon entering
law school

What were your long-term career plans?
(please check one in each column)

upon leaving
law school

didn’t have any

----

----

large private law practice (50 or more)

----

----

medium private law practice (11-50)

----

----

small private law practice (2-10)

----

----

solo private law practice

----

----

private law practice (uncertain as to size)

----

----

house counsel for corporation

----

----

prosecutor

----

----

politics or government (other than prosecutor)

----

----

legal services, public defender, public interest

----

----

teaching

----

----

business

----

----

other

----

----
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Appendix Table C
Characteristics of Those Who Had a Long-Term Public-Service Plan
At Start of Law School,
Five year classes of 1976-2001

1

Class year of graduation

2
3
4
5

15 year class respondent?
Male
White
Mother homemaker at
start of law school
Dad attorney/business
owner or manager
Political views at start of
law school (7 pt scale,
liberal to conservative)
Comparative concern
about making money
Comparative concern
about impact of work on
society
Total explained variance
(adj)

6
7
8
9

5 and 15 year respondents,
5 year respondents only,
classes of 1966-2001
classes of 1976-2001
n=5382
n= 5263
n=4389
n=4295
Beta
mr2
Beta
mr2
Beta
mr2 Beta mr2
.10
0.4% .11*
0.4% .06*
0.4% .07*
0.4%
-.01
-.09
.00

0.0%
0.8%
0.0%

.00
-.06*

0.0%

0.0% -0.3% -.09
0.0% .01

-0.8%
0.0*

---.05** 0.5%
.00
0.0*

0.0%

-.01

0.0%

-.0

0.0%

.00

0.0%

.00

0.0%

5.6%

.22

2.4%

.22*

3.9%

0.1%

-.01

0.0%

5.1%

-.16*

2.3%

--

--

.21*

3.7%

--

--

-.08

0.6%

-.25

8.6%

*
--

--

--

--

-.09*

0.7%

14.3%
8.3%
14.6%
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Table D
The changes that took place between
1976 and 1984
1. Jobs During Second Summer After Law School

Class of 1976
Class of 1977
Class of 1978
Class of 1979
Class of 1980
Class of 1981
Class of 1982
Class of 1983
Class of 1984

n=46
n=50
n=57
n=50
n=41
n=50
n=63
n=66
n=52

Begins LS with Begins LS with
PubServ Plan, PubServ Plan,
was 2d
was 2d
summer job in summer job in
Pub Serv?
Priv Prac?
28%
40%
32%
41%
42%
44%
30%
51%
15%
50%
38%
68%
13%
46%
12%
79%
19%
77%
File: Plan31h

2. First Jobs after Law School (excluding clerkships)
Ends LS with
PubServ
Plan, was 1st Percent
job in
with any
PubServ?
educ debt

Class of 1976
Class of 1977
Class of 1978
Class of 1979
Class of 1980
Class of 1981
Class of 1982
Class of 1983
Class of 1984

Plan31b
n=47
n=38
n=41
n=37
n=31
n=39
n=36
n=40
n=34

79%
71%
71%
65%
58%
29%
47%
38%
38%

Plan31c
48%
67%
60%
79%
83%
93%
83%
93%
91%
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Of those
with debt,
mean debt
(adj for
inflation)

Each class:
ratio of 1st
year
earnings in
PubServ
and
PrivPrac

Percent
of entire
class in
large
firm for
first job

Recode
Plan31c
Recode file file
$30,222
.86
23%
$35,576
.85
36%
$36,696
.82
33%
$35,311
.85
39%
$31,216
.75
46%
$35,205
.67
54%
$31,535
.67
54%
$36,355
.72
55%
$38,687
.64
58%
See files listed in second line

Appendix Table E
Among all respondents, regardless of plan at the end of law school,
Who takes an initial job
in public service (after any judicial clerkship)?
Classes of 1972-2001

1

Class year
Had public service job
after 2d year of law
2 school
Finished law school
with long-term public
3 service plan
4 Debt in CPI adj $
5 Male
6 White
UMLS Final GPA
7 (standardized)
Political Attitude in law
school (7 pt scale, lib.
8 to consrv)
Ratio 1st yr earnings,
9 Pub serv/priv prac
Comparative: concern
10 about making money
Comparative: concern
11 impact of work on soc.
Total explained
variance (adj)
*p<.01 **p<.05

n= 6797
n=6769
beta
mr2 beta
mr2
.06
0.2% .07** 0.1%
--

--

.31*

9.0%

--.04*
.01
-.08*

-.11*
0.1% -.03*
0.0% .00
0.5% -.06*

1.1%
0.1%
0.0%
0.3%

-.08*

0.5%

-.04*

0.1%

-.07*

0.4%

-.04*

0.1%

.21*

0.5%

.15*

0.2%

-.14

1.6%

-.10*

0.8%

.18

2.8% .14*

1.6%

11.6%
22.3%
File: Plan31e, printout plan42
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Appendix Table F
Among those finishing law school
with long-term public service plan and who took
a first post-law-school job in public service,
factors associated with those who remained
in public service 5 years after graduation
Classes of 1982-2001

Class year
Debt in CPI adj $
First job was in govt (as opposed to
legal services, public interest)
Married now
Male
White
UMLS Final GPA (standardized)
Political Attitude now (7 pt scale, lib.
to consrv)
Comparative: concern about making
money
Comparative: concern impact of work
on soc.
Total explained variance (adj)
*p<.01 ***p<.10

54

n=327
beta
mr2
.02
0.3%
-.02
0.0%
.
09
0.6%
-.10*** 1.0%
.05
0.3%
.04
0.2%
.04
0.1%
.03

0.1%

-.21*

3.4%

.08

0.5%
5.3%
File: plan46a4

Table ???

Among those with a long-term public service career plan
at start of law school, what portion retained
their public service plan at end of law school,
By Decade 1970 – 2001
19701974

19751979

19801984

19851989

19901994

19951999

20002001

Those who began law school with
longterm public service plan
1776
Percent with same plan at end
of law school
906
57%
54%
47%
48%
46%
55%
52%
Those who finished law school
with longterm public service plan 1248*
% whose first post-law school
job was in public service
668
72%
72%
41%
44%
49%
47%
42%
% who ever worked in public
service during first 5 years
871
--61%
67%
69%
72%
66%
* Those who finished law school with a public service
File: plan08m; printout plan30
plan include the 906 who planned on a public service
career at the start of law school as well as 342 who did
not plan on a public service career at the start of law school.
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